There is now general agreement that climate change is happening and that human activities are a basic cause. This is global problem, one that requires a global solution. Given the dismal history of attempts to get the nations of the world to work together for the common good when national interests and political systems are in conflict, it would be unrealistic to expect much from the politicians. But there are other approaches that could have an impact, changes in lighting practice being one of them.
Lighting is a global activity. Every country in the world uses lighting and the vast majority rely on electricity to power it. This implies that whether or not changes in lighting practice can reduce carbon emissions depends on how the electricity is generated. Despite investment by some countries in renewable electricity generation in the form of hydro, solar, wind and tidal power, or the more problematic nuclear power, electricity generation by the burning of fossil fuels continues apace in many countries. This means that changes in lighting practice can reduce carbon emissions, but what should these changes be?
Some put their trust in technology. There is no denying that the transition to solid-state light sources has led to a reduction in the power demand for lighting, but this has been offset to some extent by the wider use of lighting, as shown by the growth in global brightness measured from space. Others have advocated the greater use of lighting controls to minimize waste. Yet others have spoken up for a greater use of daylight, a trend that is already with us. For the future, there is no certainty that the luminous efficacy of solidstate light sources has yet reached its zenith. Nor is there any sign that lighting controls are fulfilling their potential for reducing the use of lighting. The current direction of travel for lighting controls appears to be towards greater complexity and capability, but surely there is some potential for simple controls such as occupancy sensors for residential use.
The problem with relying on technology to make lighting's contribution to limiting climate change is that progress in reducing lighting demand is likely to be slow because of the deadweight of exiting installations. This leaves one intriguing possibility -changing lighting standards. For several decades, lighting standards have changed little, but do we really need 500 lx in offices when most information is delivered through self-luminous screens? We know from visual performance models that 100 lx is enough to allow people to read even small print. Would 300 lx be acceptable, especially if it was delivered in such a way as to enhance the perception of spatial brightness? And reducing lighting standards could be applied retrospectively to exiting installations with the attractive benefits of reducing costs to the owners and generating work for designers. It is time for the leaders in lighting, both national and international, to seriously consider the implications of their lighting standards for climate change.
